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ABSTRACT

Notes on the distribution and natural history of Valgus seticollis (Palisot de Beauvois) in Virginia are presented,
along with characters to distinguish it from V. canaliculatus (Olivier).
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INTRODUCTION

Of the five species of Valgini found in the New
World, two are recorded from Virginia: Valgus
canaliculatus (Olivier) and V. seticollis (Palisot de
Beauvois) (Jameson & Swoboda, 2005). The adults of
both of these species are found throughout much of
eastern North America on flowers (Ratcliffe & Paulsen,
2008) and in association with termites (Jameson &
Swoboda, 2005).

Current address: 1600 Nottoway Avenue, Richmond,
VA 23227, arthurevans@verizon.net

The biology of V. canaliculatus has been described
in some detail (Jameson & Swoboda, 2005), but
relatively little has been published on the natural history
of V. seticollis. Both species are sympatric throughout
much of their range and often occur together in the
same logs (Ritcher, 1966), suggesting that their habitat
preferences and life histories are similar. The
observations below reinforce this supposed similarity.

On 20 August 2008, while conducting a beetle and
macromoth survey in the Bull Run Mountains Natural
Area Preserve in Fauquier and Prince William counties,
Virginia, 1 encountered a population of V. seticollis
under the bark of a dead chestnut oak (Quercus prinus
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L.), standing just a few meters from the western bank of
Catharpin Creek in Jackson Hollow (elevation 700 feet
(213 m); N38.87875 W77.68927). The bole of this snag
was about 18 inches (0.5 m) in diameter at breast
height. The first 6 feet (1.8 m) of the bole was teeming
with worker and soldier eastern subterranean termites,
Reticulitermes flavipes (Kollar). The tunneling, feeding,
and nest-building activities of the termites had filled the
narrow spaces between the wood and bark with bits of
wood, termite frass, and extremely fine soil. This
habitat was quite similar to the conditions in which T
had found V. californicus in the mountains of Southern
California (Evans, 1986).

Adults, pupae, and one larva of V. seticollis were
found in cells within the caked wood/frass/soil matrix
approximately 10 inches (25 cm) above the ground on
the south side of the tree. The adults were either fully
developed or teneral. The pupae (Fig. 1) appeared to be
freshly eclosed and still had their larval exuviae
attached to the tips of their abdomens. The size of the
larva’s head capsule is comparable to the head capsule
of the larval exuviae with the pupae and it is assumed
that the grub (Fig. 2) is a third-instar larva. Additional
adults were found singly all around the tree, the highest
about six feet (1.8 m) above the ground. All of these
beetles were found in cells constructed within a
substrate consisting primarily of termite frass. A second
pocket of adults, pupae, and one larva was found just
above ground level on the eastern side, also in cells
formed from frass. Perhaps six or more additional
larvae were observed at ground level on the south and
east sides of the snag. Fitch (1858) found adults and
pupae in similar circumstances just above the surface of
the ground beneath loose pine bark covering termite-
ridden stumps in New York.

The total collection of V. seticollis at this site
consisted of 6 fully developed adults (5 males, 1
female), 3 teneral adult males, 2 pupae, and two third-
instar larvae, which are deposited m my collection
(AVEC) and that of the Virginia Museum of Natural
History (VMNH) in Martinsville, VA.

In comparison to my observation, Ritcher (1958)
noted that females are more common under bark than
males, while Casey (1915) found males and females in
equal numbers. The male to female ratio of 8:1 at
Catharpin Creek may have been due to the fact that
males mature earlier than females. The additional larvae
observed could have been mostly females. It is possible
that the sex ratios observed by Casey and Ritcher were
the artifacts of season. Ritcher’s (1958) data may have
been gathered after the males had left the log or stump
in search of food and mates, while Casey’s observations
could have been earlier in the year. I found four adults

Fig. 1. Pupa of Valgus seticollis. Note larval exuviae still
attached to the tip of the abdomen. ©2008, Arthur V. Evans
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Fig. 2. Larva of Valgus seticollis. ©2008, Arthur V. Evans

of V. seticollis, females only, close together in termite
frass under loose pine bark on a snag in early April, but
persistent searching and beating of nearby shrubs in
bloom failed to produce any male Valgus.

DISTRIBUTION

Valgus seticollis ranges from Massachusetts south
to Georgia, west to southeastern Nebraska and eastern
Texas (Jameson & Swoboda, 2005). Tt was first
reported in Virginia from Fairfax County by Jameson &
Swoboda (2005). Additional records from 18 specimens
housed in AVEC and the VMNH include Augusta,
Franklin, Halifax, Hanover, Louisa, Mecklenberg,
Prince William, Roanoke, and York counties, and the
City of Richmond.
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BIOLOGICAL NOTES

The larva of V. seticollis is described by Ritcher
(1945, 1966) and illustrated in Boving & Craighead
(1931) as V. canaliculatus (Ritcher, 1966). As in V.
canaliculatus, the larvae of V. seticollis probably feed
on the walls of old termite galleries in logs or standing
dead trees (Ritcher, 1958). Pupation occurs in summer
within small oval cells constructed from one or more of
the following substrates: wood fragments, frass, and
soil (Ritcher, 1945). The entire life cycle takes about
one year to complete (Ritcher, 1958).

Ritcher (1958) notes that all stages of Valgus are
found in decaying wood associated with termite
colonies. Adults of both V. canaliculatus and V.
californicus mate within termite galleries in stumps and
fallen trees (Ritcher, 1958, Evans, 1986). Valgus
seticollis probably does so also.

Blatchley (1910) observed adults of V. seticollis in
spring and summer on flowers of dogwood (Cornus
spp.) and hawthorn (Crategus spp.). They are collected
from March to July and September through November
(Jameson & Swoboda, 2005). During the winter, adults
will gather together beneath logs or in clumps of dead
mullein (Verbascum spp.) leaves (Dillon & Dillon,
1961).

The ecological data gleaned from other collections
of adults in Virginia housed in AVEC and the VMNH
includes “under pine bark with termites,” “human feces
pit fall trap,” “Malaise trap,” and “Lindgren funnel trap
baited with turpentine and ethanol.” The temporal
distribution of these specimens is as follows: April (8),
May (8), and June (2).

IDENTIFICATION

The genus Valgus is distinguished from other
scarabs in Virginia by its small size (4.2-7.5 mm),
flattened and squarish body, widely separated
metacoxae, and scales on both upper and lower surfaces
of the body. The margins of the elytra are not
emarginated behind the humeri and cover the
mesepimera from above (Ratcliffe & Paulsen, 2008).

Valgus seticollis is generally larger (6.4-7.5 mm)
(Figs. 3, 4) than V. canaliculatus (4.2-5.3 mm) (Fig. 5).
The elytra are reddish brown in the male V. seticollis
and blackish in the female. In V. canaliculatus, both the
male and female have reddish brown elytra, but the
female has a long, straight spine on the propygidium,
whereas the male does not.

Jameson: & Swoboda (2005) remarked on the
considerable degree of intraspecific variation in V.
seticollis as expressed in the form of the male genitalia
and illustrated five distinct forms. However, based
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Fig. 3. Adult male of Valgus seticollis. ©2008, Arthur V.
Evans
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Fig. 4. Adult female of Valgus seticollis. ©2008, Arthur V.
Evans

on the lack of external features that correlate with these
genitalic forms, these authors opted to consider all
forms to be variants of the same species. Four males
from the Bull Run Mountain population were dissected
and all had the genitalic form depicted in Fig. 31 of
Jameson & Swoboda (2005), who found this form in
Illinois, Kentucky, Ohio, and Missouri. This form is
significantly different from their Fig. 35, which belongs
to a specimen collected only 30 miles to the east in
Washington, DC.

High intraspecific variation may be the result of
biogeographic response to the expansion and
contraction of forest ecosystems triggered by glacial-
interglacial cycles during the Wisconsin maximum
(~18,000 yr BP) (Jameson & Swoboda, 2005). Tt would
be an interesting morphological exercise to dissect and
compare the male genitalia of V. seticollis from
populations throughout Virginia to determine how
many discernible genitalic forms occur in the state. An
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Fig. 5. Adult male of Valgus canaliculatus on New Jersey tea,
Ceanothus americanus L. ©2007, Arthur V. Evans

analysis of the distribution of these forms may reveal a
correlation with montane and lowland habitats.
Combined with molecular analysis, these data may
provide insights toward an understanding of the effects
of dispersal, isolation, hybridization, and other
evolutionary and biogeographical processes that affect
character plasticity (Jameson & Swoboda, 2005).
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